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A
recent US Defense Science Board
study recommended the identification
and implementation of best practices
as a critical need for successful acqui-
sition programs. Practices in this sense
go beyond the development-related

guidance of the popular Capability Maturity
Models, including approaches organizations

use to manage others creating
software for them under contract.
The study identified several tradi-
tional project-management prac-
tices such as configuration man-
agement and risk management, as
well as newer practices such as ex-
ecutable architectures and limit-
ing development time.

Little real implementation
In my role to support the tran-

sition of new software-intensive system-
acquisition technologies to the US Depart-
ment of Defense workforce, I looked into
the adoption of best practices in defense ac-
quisitions. My research uncovered consider-
able recognition of the most widely refer-
enced best practices, but very little real
implementation. As I suspected, there were
good reasons for the unsuccessful imple-
mentation of even the highly recommended
practices. I now believe these reasons apply
to the application of practices in nearly any
situation—commercial or government, ac-
quisition or development. 

I found that practices—best or other-
wise—generally don’t fit into all contexts,
and it isn’t easy to evaluate how appropriate

a practice is for a particular organization or
program. While there might be a few uni-
versally good practices (such as peer re-
views), and there are certainly required
practices (such as configuration and require-
ments management), most practices have
hidden assumptions and conditions for use,
and there is little empirical data to support
evaluation and selection. Consequently,
managers often find themselves on a verita-
ble treasure hunt for practices that will ac-
tually help their efforts rather than prove to
be only fool’s gold. 

Adopting this treasure-seeker metaphor,
even the most experienced adventurer must
identify the dangers and risks that might be
faced. I’ve scouted out seven pitfalls to
watch for in assessing best practices, and
suggest some questions to ask to help you
avoid them. While most of these pitfalls
aren’t “deadly,” they can certainly raise
your costs, lengthen your schedule, and in-
crease your risk—as well as possibly damage
your professional reputation. There is also
synergy and overlap between the pitfalls;
one can lead to or camouflage another. 

Common hazards
Let’s consider the most frequently en-

countered hazards on the best practice trea-
sure hunt.

Insufficient supplies: How much will it really
cost? 

Probably the most important question to
ask of any practice is the size of the bill. This
is a difficult question to answer, but you
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should at least consider the
major costs. How many
hours will you spend train-
ing your staff? What type
of additional tools might be
required?  The initial costs
might just be the tip of the
iceberg. What is the cost in
effort and resources of ac-
tually applying the prac-
tice? How much infrastruc-
ture will require funding to
support? Are there license
fees or equipment mainte-
nance associated with it?
Know the costs early to
avoid nasty surprises.

Arcane treasure: What’s the
actual benefit? 

The second pitfall fol-
lows on the heels of the first.
What exactly will the program get
from implementing the practice? Will
it shorten the schedule, raise quality,
or lower cost or risk? If so, by how
much? How are benefits measured?
Sometimes there are hidden benefits,
or ones that surface late in the life cy-
cle. On the other hand, also identify
any hidden requirements for achieving
stated benefits. Even obvious benefits
might need actions outside your soft-
ware development practices to be fully
realized. For example, peer program-
ming can provide higher quality and
shorter development times, but suc-
cessful implementation might require
changes to corporate policy regarding
reward structure, office space, or
equipment allocations. Dig deep to
make sure you uncover everything
you can so there won’t be disappoint-
ments down the road. 

False leads: What’s the pedigree? 
There is no Underwriter’s Labora-

tory or Good Housekeeping seal to
certify practices, so identifying the
source can be important. Who actu-
ally established this “best practice”?
Is it technologically mature or the
latest idea from a popular magazine?
Are there empirical studies that sug-
gest it works? Do you know anyone
who has successfully implemented it?
This is especially true when propri-

etary components such as tools or
processes are part of the practice.
Caveat emptor is a very good rule of
thumb to follow.

The wrong map: What environment is
assumed? 

Every practice doesn’t apply to
every type of project. Does the practice
assume a particular type of develop-
ment environment? Does it only work
for small projects? Was the best prac-
tice identified in an environment of
stable requirements or is its primary
benefit realized only in a situation of
constant change? When in the product
life cycle is it best applied? Implement-
ing a requirements practice might not
be helpful when you are knee deep in

design. What is the size or
criticality threshold at
which the practice begins
to pay off? What is reason-
able for the F-22 fighter jet
or a ballistic missile defense
system might not be appro-
priate for your Web-en-
abled business application. 

Missing mileposts: How
long until it works? 

The time it takes for a
benefit to be realized is
one of the subtlest pit-
falls. Does the practice
provide immediate bene-
fit, or do the effects have
to trickle down through
your development or ac-
quisition process for sev-
eral months (or years) be-

fore it actually bears fruit? Compare
the benefit latency of peer reviews
with that of a process improvement
program. The first pays dividends
immediately while the second might
not have an impact for months or
years. Understanding the benefit la-
tency is critical to your decision.
You might need to convince others
that a long-term return on invest-
ment is acceptable or desirable.

Dangerous terrain: Are there other
barriers? 

Your project team’s attitude and
personality are among the biggest
things that affect the use of practices.
Will they accept and adopt the prac-
tice or just go through the motions?
As with any change, corporate cul-
ture also plays a part. Will your man-
agement buy in or fight you every
step of the way? How will it affect
the organizational infrastructure?
Identifying what obstacles might lie
ahead is as important as clarifying
the need for the practice in the first
place.

Overconfidence: Can you really 
implement it? 

Finally, there’s the bottom line:
Do you have the resources and suffi-
cient authority to implement the
practice? You can probably imple-

Your project team’s
attitude and personality
are among the biggest

things that affect the use
of practices. Will they
accept and adopt the
practice or just go

through the motions? 
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ment something that affects the way
your team works internally, but could
you implement something like Inte-
grated Product and Process Develop-
ment with all of its significant effects
on other stakeholders? Is there suffi-
cient time left in the project to achieve
any benefit? Are there clear instruc-
tions on how to implement the prac-
tice? Can you find tools or consultants
or classes, or will you have to make it
up as you go? Does it require convinc-
ing three levels of management that it
is important? If so, add some time to
the benefit latency numbers. You must
honestly assess the implementation re-
quirements and your ability to meet
them, or you could find yourself un-
able to complete them and possibly be
worse off than you were before.

E ven though these questions can be
extremely difficult to answer, don’t
be dissuaded from the hunt. I believe

projects and organizations need to keep
an ear to the ground and constantly
evaluate promising practices. There are
good practices out there and we should
all try to leverage others’ experiences. 

Unfortunately, we live in a world
where one-size-fits-all and instant grat-
ification is valued. Remember that
there really are no silver bullets; nei-
ther, as Barry Boehm tells us, are there
many lead ones. Barry and I use risk as
a fundamental decision factor in select-
ing between agile and disciplined prac-
tices in our upcoming book, Balancing
Agility and Discipline: A Guide for the
Perplexed (Addison Wesley, to be pub-
lished in 2003).  

Keep in mind that every practice has as-
sociated cost and benefit, maturity and
pedigree, preferred environment, benefit
latency, organizational barriers, and re-
quired competencies for successful imple-
mentation. Make sure the practices you
choose fit your needs and your means.
Then you’ve a far better chance of reaping
rich rewards from your own best practice
treasure hunt.
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